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Good Friday ~ April 14, 2006

FATHER FORGIVE THEM 

Luke 23:32-34

Two other men, both criminals, were also led out with Him to be executed.  When they came to the place called the Skull, there they crucified Him, along with the criminals—one on His right, the other on His left.  Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.”  And they divided up His clothes by casting lots.


There was little interest in the fate of Jesus after His first hour on the cross.  Only a few high priests remained; the others had hurried back to the temple.  Most of the curious had left because they were afraid of the midday darkness.  The birds were hushed.  The little olive trees and the wildflowers held a stead pose in the still air.  The only sounds were the deep moans of pain wrenched from the throats of the dying.  Each had come a long way in pain; each had a long way to go.  


Behind the crosses, the soldiers rolled knucklebones on the slope of the rock and argued loudly.  Under the law, the personal effects of all condemned persons were confiscated by the state.  The spoils of drawing this particular duty were that the soldiers assigned to each prisoner were permitted to divide his clothes.


One of the four behind the cross of Jesus was the centurion.  He could have asserted his rank and braved the grumble of his men in taking the clothing.  But he decreed that all should have their midday rations first.  After that, they drank cheap wine, toasted Jesus and, raising their cups, asked Him to toast them in return.  They jestingly inquired about His state of health, how He was feeling and so forth.


The centurion walked around the cross and picked up the garments of Jesus.  To one, he tossed the worn sandals.  To another he gave the bloody cloak.  To a third he threw the broad white band, which was worn as a hat.  For himself he kept the girdle.  Then he nodded to the other soldiers to portion out the clothing of the thieves.  They jumped to their feet and scrambled for the spoils.


There had been one article of clothing left over after the garments of Jesus were divided.  This was a tunic—an undergarment made like a long petticoat.  It was stained with the Savior’s blood, but the centurion was interested because it appeared to be a garment without a seam.  When it was washed it would be worth more than all the other items combined. 

But the centurion was fair, and he decreed that they should have a little more wine and roll the cubed bones for the tunic.  As they did, Jesus looked up to heaven and said loudly: “Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are doing.”   It was so unexpected that the soldiers stopped the game briefly—for even in their half-drunken state the extraordinary words brought a state of wonder.


What Jesus had uttered was a prayer asking for forgiveness for the soldiers who callously crucified Him and who divided His garments.  But when he uttered the word “them,” it embraced more than just the soldiers.  His exclamation asked pardon for the high priests, the Pharisees, the Sadducees, the people of Jerusalem, and of the world—including you and me.  Love.  This is what He meant by love.

TODAY YOU WILL BE WITH ME IN PARADISE

Luke 23:39-43

One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at Him: “Aren’t you the Christ?  Save yourself and us!”  

But the other criminal rebuked him. “Don’t you fear God,” he said, “since you are under the same sentence?  We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong.” 

Then he said, “Jesus, remember me when you come into Your kingdom.﻿” 

Jesus answered him, “I tell you the truth, today you will be with Me in paradise.”


With each second, the pain mounted.  The arms, the limbs, the torso screamed with pain; the nerves were pulled across a bridge like that on a violin, and the nerve ends were screwed tighter and tighter.  The criminal glared at Jesus as though he had a secret grievance against Him.  At last he exploded in anger: “Aren’t You the Christ?  Save yourself then, and us!”


Jesus looked sympathetically toward the man whom pain had conquered.  The truth was though, that sin had gotten a strong grip on this man long ago.  Anger and hatred had become an everyday part of his life.  

Jesus said nothing.  But the silent one raised himself high on his bloody feet and looked across Jesus to reprove his companion.  “Don’t you fear God,” he said, “since you are under the same sentence.  We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve.  But this man has done nothing wrong.”

There was no reply.  The other condemned man was groaning in anguish.  The silent one took an extra long breath before he started to sink, and he said in humble desperation: “Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.”

The Messiah raised Himself, breathed painfully and said: “I tell you the truth, today you will be with Me in paradise.”  The criminal’s salvation is much nearer than he realizes.  He repents and is received into Jesus’ kingdom by faith.  In just a short while he would meet Him in paradise.

HERE IS YOUR SON… HERE IS YOUR MOTHER

John 19:25-27

Near the cross of Jesus stood His mother, His mother’s sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene.  When Jesus saw His mother there, and the disciple whom He loved standing nearby, He said to His mother, “Dear woman, here is your son,” and to the disciple, “Here is your mother.”  From that time on, this disciple took her into his home.


The soldiers dozed on the dark rock.  The cluster of people around Golgotha was composed of only the few who loved Jesus and those who despised Him the most.  The sky remained under a dark veil, and some said that it must be an eclipse of the sun, although the more learned knew that this could not be, because the sun was now in the western side of the sky and the full moon would be rising in the east after sundown, since it was the time of Passover.


In the outer courts of the temple, thousands of men assembled, awaiting the call to the mid-afternoon sacrifice.  Few knew about the fate of Jesus.  The exact whereabouts of the apostles other than Judas and John at this time is not known.  In any case they were ashamed—and quiet in the agony of their shame.  The priests said nothing, because they did not want the execution of Jesus to become known to His many followers, although most men would be ashamed to admit the one they had thought might be the promised Messiah was dying like a slave outside the city.  


Jesus looked at the little party of loved ones standing only twenty-five feet away.  Young John’s arm was around Jesus’ mother in protection.  On the other side of Mary was her sister Mary, the wife of Clopas.  There too was Mary Magdalene, whom Jesus had once delivered of seven demons, and she stood beside the faithful Salome, the wife of Zebedee.


The Messiah nodded from His cross to John.  The apostle saw the sign through tear-dimmed eyes, and stepped forward with Mary.  They stood only a foot below His eyes, and what they saw caused Mary to sob and lower her head.


Jesus drew Himself up on the cross once more so that He could speak.  He clenched His teeth against the pain until His knees were straight again and He could breathe.  Then, He said, “Dear woman, here is your son.”  And Mary looked at John.  Jesus then looked steadily at John, and said: “Here is your mother.”  

John the apostle fastened his arm around Mary a little tighter.  He looked up into the eyes of his Messiah and nodded.  Then he and Mary turned and walked back to the others.  This was a tragic moment for the Son of Man.  He watched the back of His mother, her head covered with the cornered veil which hung down to the waist.  Certainly her heart was pierced with grief as Simeon had prophesied over 30 years earlier.  As she retreated from Him, the eyes of Jesus misted and the pain of dying faded, for a moment, in the face of a greater ache.


It is an incredible episode that touches our hearts.  It is much more than that, however.  God’s own Son, as He was giving up His own life to pay for our sins, was also still perfectly fulfilling God’s law in our stead.  He honored His mother in full obedience to the Fourth Commandment.  He live in perfect righteousness and died as an unblemished sacrifice.  Now the Father counts Jesus’ righteousness as our own and accepts Jesus’ sacrifice as satisfaction for His justice.

MY GOD, MY GOD, WHY HAVE YOU FORSAKEN ME?

Matthew 27:45-49

From the sixth hour until the ninth hour darkness came over all the land.  About the ninth hour Jesus cried out in a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?”—which means, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” ﻿

When some of those standing there heard this, they said, “He’s calling Elijah.”  Immediately one of them ran and got a sponge.  He filled it with wine vinegar, put it on a stick, and offered it to Jesus to drink.  The rest said, “Now leave Him alone.  Let’s see if Elijah comes to save Him.”


On the night of Jesus’ birth, the sky above Bethlehem was lit up by the heavenly host who appeared to the shepherds.  But on the day of His death, the sky was darkened.  The angels’ hymn, “Glory be to God in the highest!” was replaced by the cry, “Crucify Him!”  

No Magi came on Good Friday to worship the King of the Jews.  Only Pilate’s notice that was posted over His head and the plea of the penitent thief proclaimed Him to be the King of the Jews.  No gifts of gold or frankincense were presented to Him.  He was offered only wine mixed with myrrh to deaden His pain, and He refused to drink it.  The myrrh would have to be saved for His burial.

From noon until about 3:00 p.m. there was an eerie darkness over the land.  The Father was providing a covering for His Son.  It was something like paramedics spreading a blanket over a homicide victim before they can get his body onto a stretcher and load him into an ambulance.

According to the testimony of antiquity, this darkness was not confined to the immediate vicinity of Jerusalem, but was also observed in Egypt, Greece, Rome, and even in China.  This recalled the plague of darkness, the ninth of ten plagues that came upon the land of Egypt.  The tenth plague, of course, was the death of the firstborn males, which was the occasion for the slaughtering of the first Passover lambs.  History was repeating itself as three hours of darkness preceded the death of Jesus, our Passover Lamb (see 1 Corinthians 5:6-8).

We are also reminded of Jesus’ sermon on the signs of the end, “The sun will be darkened” (Matthew 24:29).  Since God’s judgment was poured out on His Son as He hung on the cross, many of the signs of the end appeared on Good Friday: persecution, an earthquake, and the resurrection of the dead.


The dusk deepened and Jesus felt the chill shock of the imminence of death.  He struggled valiantly for another breath and pulled Himself up on His wrists to stop His vision of the world from fading.  Jesus was able to cry out in a loud voice:  “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?” which means, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  

The voice was so loud that some of the spectators thought the He had called Elijah, the prophet.  But Jesus had not called the prophet.  He had called His Father.  And, in His agony, the very moment when Jesus was experiencing God’s hellish wrath, He prayed the words of Psalm 22 that He had learned as a young man: “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me.”

Although Matthew only describes Jesus as saying the first part of this psalm out loud, it seems likely that Jesus would have recited the whole psalm in His mind.  If so, by the time He prayed to the end, Jesus would have found the answer to His own question, for in verse 23-24, we hear: “You who fear the Lord, praise Him!  All you descendants of Jacob, honor Him!  Revere Him, all you descendants of Israel!  For He has not despised or disdained the suffering of the Afflicted One; He has not hidden His face from Him but has listened to His cry for help.” 

In this way, Jesus set the pattern that many Christians have followed on their own deathbeds.  As life is ebbing away, it can be comforting to sing the hymns and psalms that have become embedded in your memory.  If family and friends are gathered around your bed, they can sing or recite them to you when can no longer sing them yourself.  And that will help them to work through their own grief. 

But as much comfort as that thought brings, those words still come back to haunt us.  “My God, my God, why have You forsaken Me?”  This question is very different from everything else Jesus said from the cross.  Before this He showed great confidence in spite of all that He was suffering.  But now Jesus asks a question, a very human question: “Why, God?”  He speaks it aloud so that everyone at Calvary may hear it, and it is recorded by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit so that all people may hear it until the end of time.  

But the question is raised to God, not us.  We are not asked to supply an answer for this agonizing question, but to listen to how God answers this question.  You see, there is no answer to this question recorded in the 27th chapter of Matthew.  There was no voice from heaven as there had been at Jesus’ Baptism and at His Transfiguration.  But why?  Why was the Father silent?  Was Jesus no longer His beloved Son?  Was the Father no longer well pleased with Him?

Yes and no.  Let me explain.  When Jesus spoke of being forsaken by God, He did not mean to say that He only felt as though He was forsaken by God.  Jesus was actually forsaken by God!  It is impossible for us to grasp what this actually means.  Jesus is God, but He was forsaken by God.  The first person of the Holy Trinity forsook the second person, and yet we know that the unity of the Trinity cannot be undone.  It is a mystery, the mystery of the God-man, and only because of the incarnation was it possible.  In the deepest depths of His humiliation, Jesus endured the God-forsakenness of hell for us.  

This was a necessary part of His work of redemption.  St Paul explains: “Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us” (Galatians 3:13).  And “God made Him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Corinthians 5:21).

I THIRST

John 19:28-29

Later, knowing that all was now completed, and so that the Scripture would be fulfilled, Jesus said, “I am thirsty.”  A jar of wine vinegar was there, so they soaked a sponge on it, put the sponge on a stalk of hyssop plant and lifted it to Jesus lips.


Full consciousness returned, and Jesus looked around Him.  The world before Him was clear.  He saw the anguish of His friends.  He saw the look of triumph on the face of the priests.  The muscles of His upper arms danced in spasms as He tried hard to hold Himself up to speak.  “I am thirsty!”  Jesus said.  The words made a hollow sound on the little hill.  Who could help Him?  


We can be sure that Jesus was thirsty, thirstier than any of us have ever experienced or could imagine.  Unquenchable thirst was one of the agonies that accompanied crucifixion.  Still it wasn’t the thirst itself that led Him to speak.  Jesus did nothing that would have made His sacrifice less than voluntary, less than complete.  He spoke in order, again, to fulfill the Scriptures (Psalm 69:21; 22:15).  Jesus received vinegar for His thirst as God had foretold.

Behind Him, a soldier had heard the words.  He stirred and stood and looked up at the dark sky.  He picked up his spear and stabbed it into a sponge, then dipped it into a jar of posca.  This was the ordinary drink of the legionaries, and was made of sour wine, water, and beaten eggs.


The dripping sponge on the spear was lifted up to the lips of the Messiah.  He uttered a loud cry but He did not drink.  The vinegar mixture glistened on His cracked lips and rolled down off His beard.  The soldier shrugged.  He flicked the sponge from the spear and sat down behind the cross.

IT IS FINISHED

John 19:30

When He had received the drink, Jesus said, “It is finished.” 


From Jesus’ lungs came a final cry: “It is finished!”  It sounds almost like a word of resignation, of relief, perhaps, that the suffering was coming to an end.  But it had to be more than that.  This was Jesus’ hour.  He had come to the cross voluntarily.  Jesus was there to complete God’s plan of salvation.  Jesus was not saying that the wicked plot against Him was finished.  He was declaring that His task as the One and Only Son of the heavenly Father was finished.

FATHER, INTO YOUR HANDS I COMMIT MY SPIRIT

Luke 23:44-46

Jesus called out with a loud voice, “Father, into Your hands I commit My spirit.”  


Finally, through the darkness the voice of Jesus sounds from the cross, praying as He breathes His last: “Father, into Your hands I commit My spirit.”  The words are from Psalm 31:5, used by Jewish people as a bedtime prayer.  The Son closes His eyes and entrusts Himself into the hands of His Father, whose will He had done, in the sleep of death.  


A sound went through the air as though a herd of animals had stampeded underground.  A fresh breeze expelled its brief breath on the wildflowers.  The earth trembled and a small crack fissured the earth from the west toward the east.  It split the big rock of execution and went across the road and through the gate of Jerusalem and across the town and through the temple.  It split the big inner veil of the temple from the top to the bottom and went on east and rocked the big wall and split the tombs in the cemetery outside the walls, allowing their now risen occupants to exit.


The centurion and some of the soldiers jumped to their feet in alarm.  They came to the front of the cross and looked at Him and at the darkened sky and the crack across the big rock.  The centurion bowed his head.  “Surely,” he exclaimed, “He was the Son of God!”

The guards came across the rock and told the centurion that the high priests had been to see Pilate.  They had told him that, if the crucified were still on the trees at sundown, all of Golgotha would be defiled, and no Jew could set foot on it.  Pilate had been in a mood to be done with this matter of Jesus, they were to apply the crurifragium at once.

The centurion nodded toward the three crosses and ordered the guards to do their duty.  One of the guards was armed with a spear.  The other carried a board, about one inch by three inches and about four feet long.  The two men conferred and decided to begin at the left, with the silent one.  He saw them coming and he knew that the cruel tool meant the breaking of both legs to hasten his death.

When the condemned man sank to the bottom of his cross, and showed no sign of trying to pull himself up again, the two men moved on to Jesus.  The man with the spear said that this one was dead.  He waved the other away, then stepped back a pace.  He held his lance midway down the shaft, and drew it back, aiming for the right side of the Messiah’s chest.  He would make certain that this one was not feigning death.  The spear flipped forward and drove inward between the fifth and sixth ribs.  It went through the pleura and the thin part of the lung and stopped in the pericardium.  The dead do not bleed, ordinarily, but the right auricle of the human heart holds liquid blood after death, and the outer sac holds a serum called hydropericardium.  When the soldier withdrew the spear, blood and water poured from His body.  The Son of Man was truly dead.

THE BURIAL

Matthew 27:57-61

As evening approached, there came a rich man from Arimathea, named Joseph, who had himself become a disciple of Jesus.  Going to Pilate, he asked for Jesus’ body, and Pilate ordered that it be given to him.  Joseph took the body, wrapped it in a clean linen cloth, and placed it in his own new tomb that he had cut out of the rock.  He rolled a big stone in front of the entrance to the tomb and went away.  Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were sitting there opposite the tomb.

